ON NOT READING SHAKESPEARE

occupy my so-called mind at home, how in heaven's
name can I ever find time to read Shakespeare ?

VIII

In one of his letters Henry James describes how
ignobly fond he had become as he grew older of not
travelling ; {to keep up not doing it/ he writes, c is
in itself for me the most thrilling of adventures.' So
not to read Shakespeare, not to travel into his
kingdom, but to sneak up at night towards the
barriers that guard its frontier, and lurk there,
terrified by the thought of the dangers I might
encounter if I did really enter in, has become for me
also a thrilling if not very noble adventure.

It may sound absurd to speak of danger in connec-
tion with a region which, in spite of a few geo-
graphical uncertainties, is so written up in hand-
books, so betrod by tourists, so well provided with
beaten roads and signposts and official guides. But it
is a region, nevertheless, full of dark pitfalls for the
mind ; tangled thickets there are of significant, as
well as textual interpretation ; mazes of thought in
which many wander and find no issue, and many
paths whitened by the bleaching bones of critics.
On one side of the beaten track, with its charabancs
full of tourists, its files of boys and girls from the
secondary schools, personally conducted by their
teachers, lies the abyss I have mentioned of the great
Dark Period ; on the other, the Serbonian sonnet-
bog, in which armies whole have sunk ; while the